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ABSTRACT
SOLVING THE WORLD'S PROBLEMS: WALKER PERCY' S CULTURAL
CRITIQUE IN LOVE IN THE RUINS
by Jeremy Ryan Gibbs
August 2013
This thesis examines Walker Percy's manipulation of time in Love in the Ruins as
a component of indirectly communicating his solution to problems in twentieth-century
Western society: existential authenticity. By examining this often overlooked novel, I
clarify the process by which Percy conveys his solution and the difficulties inherent in his
attempts to do so. Research shows how Percy perceived such problems stemmed from the
tendency of postmodern thought to place human subjective experience within an
overarching, objective framework. These problems that Percy exaggerates in the novel
are essentially distractions of immediacy that lead the characters away from choosing
authentic existence. He juxtaposes his critique of culture with time devices, such as his
selection of genre, his use of flashback, and his persistent present tense narration, so that
the reader can reflectively contemplate the concept of eternity, a major component of the
existential authenticity he prescribes. The reader's recognition of the tension between the
two modes of time, immediacy and eternity, is crucial to identifying the solution Percy
indirectly communicates.
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Although Walker Percy began writing in the 1960s when alienation was
becoming less thematically significant in literature, in each of his novels, Percy examines
existentialist concerns such as alienation, guilt, and the self. Each of his novels revolves
around the exploits of a protagonist who is in some way alienated from larger society.
But unlik~ many other contemporary writers who embrace a negative view of human
subjectivity, Percy's fiction supports a positive valuation of the individual's ability to live
an authentic life. In Love in the Ruins, Percy sets up a conflict between man and his
environment in which the reader is asked to judge his society morally and aesthetically.
He uses formal techniques, such as time devices, to guide the reader into an awareness of
the problems in the world of the novel as well as in the real world that the novel satirizes.
In particular, Percy manipulates time as a formal element in Love in the Ruins to
indirectly communicate existential authenticity as the solution to problems in society. He
juxtaposes time devices with his critique of culture in order to expose the reader to the
concept of eternity, a major component of the existential authenticity he prescribes. The
problems he exaggerates in the novel can be summed up as distractions of immediacy
that lead the characters away from choosing authentic existence. The reader's recognition
of the tension between the two modes of time, immediacy and eternity, is crucial to
identifying the solution Percy indirectly communicates.
Lewis Lawson is one ofthe most well-respected and prolific critics of Percy's
work. Many of his essays and books focus on existential issues present in Percy' s novels
and essays. In "Walker Percy' s Indirect Communications," Lawson acknowledges
Percy's reliance on existentialist philosophy for identifying problems in society,
demonstrating existential authenticity as the solution to those problems, and determining
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the way in which existential authenticity must be communicated to the reader. This essay
clarifies Lawson's understanding of Percy's philosophy, especially in relation to
Kierkegaard, and in it he lays the foundation for much of his criticism of Percy's later
works.
According to Lawson, the search that each of Percy's protagonists embark upon is
an attempt to solve problems within themselves: "What he seeks, Binx [the protagonist
from The Moviegoer] admits he cannot define, but he slowly discovers that it is being, an
authentic existence, a self. The conclusion of the search, however tentative and
precarious and preliminary it may be, is when he discovers that he can accept the absurd
and that he can share his discovery with another self'' (882) . He continues, " [Binx] now
believes that he can gain insight into the nature of his condition only through personal
observation of how the world affects him specifically. He refuses to accept himself as a
datum among data; there is something unique about him, the truth and essence of which
he can only learn from himself'' (882). Existential authenticity derives from the
individual' s rejecting outwardly-ascribed roles and definitions of oneself, described by
Kierkegaard as being in despair, and instead continually making independent choices
based on one's own definition of the self.
The trouble with Percy' s conception of existential authenticity is that it cannot be
directly communicated through language. Lawson states, "Dr. Percy is interested not only
in these modes of reality [authentic and inauthentic existence) but also in their
representation in fiction. The very fact that literature stands as a symbolic construct
between writer and reader frustrates the attempt of the writer to present. .. existential
modes in fiction" (890). He goes on to say, "One cannot really, for example, re-present
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alienation in literature. If a reader unaware of his alienation reads about an alienated
character, he simply will not understand the nature of the character or be able to apply the
derived experience to his own condition" (890). Yet Lawson argues that even though
existential authenticity cannot be directly communicated to the reader, Percy attempted to
indirectly communicate this concept through the novel's content, specifically through
characterization of the protagonist.
Percy's solution derives from his readings in existentialist philosophy. At its very
foundations in ontology and phenomenology, existentialism is a philosophy that
precludes positing a universal, one-size-fits-all approach to any aspect oflife, including
reading for pleasure or for literary analysis. Thus, if Percy did make strong philosophical
demands on his reader, he would be practicing not existentialism but something else.
Lewis Lawson maintains that "Percy's novels are the 'indirect communications' that
complement his 'direct communications,' his nonfiction articles, even at the same time
that they are aesthetically very satisfying" (870). Critics cannot ignore that Percy was
both a novelist and a philosopher. As such, his fiction reflects his philosophical views;
Percy' s essays are essential for understanding the philosophical biases that are present in
his fiction.
Lawson concludes that Percy captivated his reader through aesthetically pleasing
prose so that the reader could infer his overall message. Whereas Lawson focuses on the
content of Percy's first two novels in order to point out Percy's methods of indirect
communication, I contend that in Love in the Ruins, Percy primarily used formal
characteristics to convey his message. As exemplary of the way Percy uses form to allow
the reader to infer existential authenticity, an examination of plot and time devices used
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in the novel, such as genre selection, flashback, and persistent present tense narration, is
needed. It is through Percy's use of these devices that Percy indirectly communicates
existential authenticity as the solution to the overarching ontological problems in society.
Although Lawson's article was published before Love in the Ruins, his analysis of
the issues Percy's characters face sheds light on the societal problems Percy examines in

Love in the Ruins. For example, discussing The Moviegoer, Lawson states that "[Binx
Bolling' s] only difficulty . .. is that for him, the fabric of reality has been dissolved. Life
has no meaning, and as a result, nothing is significant. For Binx, 'everydayness is the
enemy"' (876). "Everydayness" refers to the acceptance ofthe commonplace,
unreflective mode of existence Binx experiences before he embarks on a search for
meaning. In The Last Gentleman, Percy develops his views on the cause of Western
society's acceptance of everydayness over existential authenticity. Lawson states:
Sutter Vaught accepts Kierkegaard' s contention that 'in the end all

corruption will come from the natural sciences.' According to Sutter,
science is responsible for the objective empirical world in which we live,
where the universal has replaced the individual and where abstraction has
replaced the concrete. And thus we have lost the feeling of a particular
time, so that the world no longer seems 'real.' 'Things, persons, relations
emptied out, not by theory but by lay reading of theory' (p. 279).
In consequence, we are alienated; we feel above and apart from
and against the world which surrounds us." (895)
Thus, for Percy, the underlying problem of society is that the average individual has
given over any claim to existential authenticity in favor of accepting everydayness, or
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alienation. The cause for the overarching sense of alienation felt by Percy's protagonists
is the widespread belief that science holds the answers to not only scientific questions,
but also to any other matters to specifically within the realm of science.
Thus, Lawson identifies the problems in society that Percy attempts to rectify, and
he also posits that Percy uses methods of indirect communication in order to relay the
concept of existential authenticity to the reader as a solution to those problems. Lawson's
essay discusses Percy's use of characterization as one method of indirect communication;
however, it does not take into account other ways in which Percy uses form to
communicate existential authenticity to the reader. Unlike Lawson, my analysis of
Percy's use of the existentialist conception oftime, in contrast to the way in which time is
normally experienced, exposes an additional way Percy attempted to indirectly
communicate his existentialist solution to the reader. Reading Percy's novels in this way
allows for more insight into the way in which existential truths can be communicated to
the reader.
Like the protagonists in Percy's previous novels, Tom More counters the
objectification of man by embarking on a search for meaning. His quest is difficult in a
world filled with so many contradictory claims for truth that truth itself becomes
meaningless. However, Percy poses new, larger problems not seen in his previous novels
The Moviegoer and The Last Gentleman. More than simply trying to find a way to adapt
himself to fit into his world or to ascribe any personal meaning onto it, Tom attempts to
change the state of the world using his invention, the Qualitative Quantitative Ontological
Lapsometer. Tom states, "With it, my little invention in hand, any doctor can probe the
very secrets of the soul, diagnose the maladies that poison the wellsprings of man's hope.
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It could save the world or destroy it" (LR 7). His primary motivation for much of the

novel is to single-handedly solve the world's problems, not only for personal gratification
but also for the benefit of all mankind.
The concrete problems Tom describes in the novel's exposition are essentially
caused by society's uncomfortable acceptance of binary oppositions. Tom describes his
home, in the suburban development of Paradise Estates, as a place where "everyone gets
along well, heathen and Christian, Jew and Gentile, Northerner and Southerner, liberal
and conservative" (16). Under the surface, however, the world "is in a bad way.
Americans have turned against each other; race against race, right against left, believer
against heathen, San Francisco against Los Angeles, Chicago against Cicero" (17).
Nationally and locally, the division between liberal and conservative has resulted in the
forming of two parties, the radically liberal Lefts and the radically conservative
Knotheads. Using these examples as indicators of instability within the divided culture,
Tom invokes W.B. Yeats to summarize the situation: "The center did not hold" (18).
In Love in the Ruins, Dr. Tom More recognizes with uncommon insight that the
concrete problems he notices in his society rise from ontological problems within the
individual- man has lost the means of authentic existence. Worse, the typical person,
represented by supporting characters in the novel, has no indication of recognizing the
authentic type of being that he or she lacks. For example, attempting to determine the
cause of Charley Parker, the local golf pro' s, depression using his invention, Tom states,
"There seemed to be no external cause for Charley's distress. On the contrary. Just the
week before, the champs had signed up to play under the arcs on the Moonlight Summer
Tour. The new Paradise 36 was finished .. .Then what was the trouble?" (41 ). After
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determining that Charley's depressionwas caused by a problem of Being, Tom tried "a
kind of 'historical therapy,' . .. a recapture of the past and one's self' (43). Kieran Quinlan
notes that "Percy elaborates on what he sees as the uniquely modern contradiction thus:
most people in the West would agree with both the proposition that man is an
evolution_ary organism possessed of certain needs and drives, and the proposition that he
is in some way unique with certain rights, freedoms and dignity" (141). The characters
who work in Fedville, in which scientists research purely objective components of
subjective experiences, tend to view man as an evolutionary organism. In his first person
narrative of the events that have led up to a possible apocalypse, Tom, the psychiatristturned-mental-patient protagonist, points out that the problems in society derive from
society' s objectification of the individual.
To illustrate his criticism of the positivist measures of society, Percy contrasts the
minor characters in his novels with his protagonists. Most of the characters participate in
a fragmented society without ever questioning its foundational principles and therefore
have no trouble living within its bounds. However, Tom finds that the fragmentation of
society is similar to that which Walker Percy outlines in "Diagnosing the Modern
Malaise." In Love in the Ruins, objective truth is splintered by multiple subject positions.
Tom More's society has no way of reconciling the opposition between conflicting modes
of thought. The subjective-existential mode of thought is thus always either subordinated
to or negated by the objective-empirical mode of thought.
I. Existential Authenticity and the Lapsometer

Love in the Ruins is unique among Percy's novels because it contains an unusual
plot device, the lapsometer, that the protagonist believes can solve society's problems
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once and for all. For the first half of the novel, Tom thinks about what gains he could
achieve with his lapsometer. For example, one night before his performance in the Pit,
Tom muses, "If only .. .if only my lapsometer could treat as well as diagnose, I wouldn' t
be caught up in these farces" (165). A bathroom meeting with Art Immelmann gives Tom
that capability, Art affixes a "differential stereotactic emission ioniser" (211) that can
"treat" the individual. When Tom uses the lapsometer on Mr. Ives in the Pit, Mr. Ives
regains his individual voice. The text accurately shows Tom's leanings toward the
priority of the individual over the universal, collective voice of democracy. Tom's
performance in the Pit is the first climax of the novel, and Percy builds suspense to
indicate to the reader that the ontological problem is about to be resolved: Mr. Ives, the
individual, should have the right to choose for himself how to live his own life and also
how to choose his own death. Thus, the text provides an existential limit case in which
Percy could directly express his existential solution to society's problems; yet Percy does
not use the incident to allow Tom to preach existentialism to the reader. To use such an
incident as a platform on which he directly presents his case for existential authenticity
would undermine his goal. Instead of positively expressing an existential solution, Percy
backs away from the issue; Mr. Ives regains his voice, but what he has to say is
incoherent. After the subjectivity of the individual is posited and heralded, the novel
forces the individual, in this case Mr. Ives, back into the dominant objective-empirical
system. The moral question that this incident raises is transformed into an existential one:
if Mr. Ives relies on hospitalization to provide for the continuation of his own life, and if
his appearance, words, and actions are not consistent with the reality the other people in
the room perceive, then does this man actually have the right to agency?
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Percy simultaneously opens the possibility of presenting his existentialist views in
the text and changes the text's focus to offer an alternative, materialistic solution to
society's problems, the lapsometer. The device is finally used on a group rather than an
individual when Art Imrnelmann secretly distributes lapsometers to the audience in the
Pit. The collective mob of spectators is changed into a room full of subjective individuals
at cross purposes with one another. Although Art Immelmann's technological
innovations disrupt the universal unity of the spectators, it would be contradictory to say
that Percy assumed fostering individuality within the masses necessarily causes chaos.
Like any other material artifact, the lapsometer can only diagnose, never cure, the malaise
of society.
Given Percy's thoughts on the failure of psychology, religious ethics, science, and
technology to cure the modem malaise, it can be argued that Percy uses the lapsometer as
a metonymy for any directly expressed solution to society's problems. In Percy
scholarship, Robert Hughes touches on the ontologicallapsometer as an outrageous plot
device, but he does not give the lapsometer full credit when it is seen only as such.
William Dowie suggests that "Percy' s protagonists have more than the naked eye to help
them on their search. Immersion in immediate experience is one response to the spirit of
abstraction. But it is not enough" (55). Using Dowie's view, I suggest that the lapsometer
functions to hide rather than to solve the problems of society since the lapsometer
provides the novel's characters an inadequate solution. In the epilogue, Tom More does
not destroy the device, nor does he completely give up hope that it can be used to
facilitate a solution to society's problems. Speaking with Colley Wilkes, a scientist who
helped Tom develop his initial ideas for the invention, Colley states:
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"I'm convinced you're on the right track in your stereotactic exploration
of the motor and sensory areas of the cortex. This is where it's at."
"That's not it at all," I say, hunching forward between them. "I'm
not interested in motor and sensory areas. What concerns me is angelism,
bestial ism, and other perturbations of the soul."
"The soul. Hm, yes, well- " (389)
Tom finally views the as only an instrument, a possible means to an end but not an end in
itself. Thomas LeClair acknowledges that "although it can diagnose the ills of
postmodern man and can, with the attached ionizer, adjust people to their environment,
the lapsometer is limited to the immanent. It cannot save-and might well help to
damn-those it 'cures."' (5). The lapsometer cannot cure because it is inextricably linked
to the material world the characters inhabit.
The problems of inauthenticity are hard problems; Simone de Beauvoir illustrates
how forced compliance, although possible, is not the solution to the problems of society
that Percy wishes to mend. Simone de Beauvoir's The Ethics ofAmbiguity provides
several examples of a society that is ruled by the invisible external forces of coercion or
force. In many cases of oppression, the oppressed do not even recognize that they are
being oppressed. De Beauvoir argues, "The oppressor would not be strong if he did not
have accomplices among the oppressed themselves; mystification is one of the forms of
oppression; ignorance is a situation in which man may be enclosed as narrowly as in a
prison ... not everyone has the means of rejecting, even by doubt, the values, taboos, and
prescriptions by which he is surrounded" (98). Like the ignorant oppressed, characters
who seek treatment from Tom More's lapsometer have no way to understand that their
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reliance on psychiatry and medical treatment will not solve their individual problemsbecause it is part of the problem that needs to be resolved. They thus lose their autonomy
as well. This includes Tom himself for a majority of the novel, who repeatedly "treats"
himself with his device.
Tom More's lapsometer does not bring about the type of solution he imagines, not
because it is used for evil rather than good, but because it dehumanizes the individual by
taking away his or her freedom to choose authenticity. Few characters who encounter the
effects of the lapsometer' s "treatment" even have a free choice as to whether they should
be subjected to the "treatment." De Beauvoir states, "Oppression divides the world into
two clans: those who enlighten mankind by thrusting it ahead of itself and those who are
condemned to mark time hopelessly in order merely to support the collectivity; their life
is a pure repetition of mechanical gestures" (83). The characters who are unwittingly
"treated" by the lapsometer can be seen to be under some sort of oppression, for they
have no choice in receiving "treatment." However, Tom truly tries to enlighten mankind
with his device, and shows promising results for a time. Yet ultimately, the lapsometer
cannot solve the problems of society, and Percy connects this idea to other concrete
possibilities for societal change.
Viewed only in concrete terms, the novel itself can work in the same way as Tom
More's ontologicallapsometer. Neither Love in the Ruins nor any other material solution
exists that can rectify the problems of society. Thomas LeClair criticizes the book for this
very reason: "The form Percy chooses for Love in the Ruins is disappointingly
conventional and inconsistent with the Existentially-influenced aesthetic he has said he
works from" (8), and "Percy has made Love in the Ruins accessible to a large number of
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readers and has clarified his religious position, but at the expense of a philosophically and
aesthetically consistent fiction" (12). LeClair supposes the novel fails aesthetically, but
Percy notes that the purpose of fiction should transcend aesthetic

ca~egories.

Percy claims

in his essay, "The Physician as Novelist," that a novel should be used as a diagnostic tool.
The "perturbations of the soul" both the lapsometer and the novel point out must be dealt
with on an individual, subjective basis. Both the novel' s and the lapsometer' s "readings"
can be interpreted by a skillful user who must then choose to act or not to act based on
those readings. Tom states in the epilogue:
Despite the setbacks of the past, particularly the fiasco five years
ago, I still believe my lapsometer can save the world- if I can get it right.
For the world is broken, sundered, busted down the middle, self ripped
from self and man pasted back together as mythical monster, half angel,
half beast, but no man ... If you want to work and wait, you can
have ... Some day a man will walk into my office as ghost or beast or
ghost-beast and walk out as a man, which is to say sovereign wanderer,
lordly exile, worker and waiter and watcher. (382)
A skillful user of the lapsometer, such as Tom at the end of the novel, would notice that
the problems in the individual lie in the disharmony between transcendence and
immanence, or in Tom's words, "angelism and bestialism." But in Tom' s case for most
of the novel, he cannot achieve the results he wants because he has not attained
existential authenticity. Before attempting to change anyone else, he must first change
himself by giving up his Nobel Prize aspirations and taking control of his own life. The
same concept applies to the reader who encounters Love in the Ruins.
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2. Indirect Communication
Percy believed that presenting an individual with knowledge, via the transmission
of objective content, could facilitate the individual's recognition of his own freedom to
make authentic choices (within the bounds of one's own facticity). In "Notes for a Novel
about the End of the World, he states that the novelist is successful if both "he and his
reader may come to themselves" (Message 119), which means rejecting outward
definitions of the self in favor of one's own definition. Percy notes that "what
Kierkegaard called ' edifying' would be a fatal step for a novelist. But the novelist cannot
help but be informed by his own anthropology, the nature of man" (qtd. in Zoltan 12). In
"An Interview with Zoltan Abadi-Nagy," he even rejects the term "existentialism" in
regards to his own philosophical views (Signposts 375). For the existentialist, authentic
personhood is found in subjectivity. Yet existential thought is divided as to the purpose
(if there is one to be found) of achieving "selfhood," which has led to nihilism and other
negative philosophical and material developments.
Despite widespread rejection of existentialism in Percy's time, it is helpful to note
that Percy's philosophy informed his creativity. The existentialist movement has always
been linked to artistic and literary creation. At its inception, Kierkegaard reacted against
Hegel's universal approach to understanding the world, which was scientific, historical,
and sociological. Hegel also attempted to integrate human subjectivity into his dialectical
model by including religion and phenomenology of the mind. Kierkegaard's initial
response to Hegelianism in Either/Or was written as a series of literary, theatrical, and
musical reviews. Kierkegaard's developmental theory of the self posits the Aesthetic as
the first of three stages upon life's way. It is through artistic analysis that he develops his
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ideas, but at the same time he introduces a new innovation in literature. His
pseudonymous writings are all in dialogue with one another so that the "indescribable"
ideas about the "ontological mystery" can be realized through neither diegetic nor
mimetic representation. These incommunicable ideas must manifest from within the mind
ofthe individual subject. Likewise, Nietzsche concerned himself very much with
aesthetics. His first book is titled The Birth of Tragedy, Out of the Spirit ofMusic. In this
work, Nietzsche treats ancient Greek art as both an aesthetic enterprise as well as a
foundation for later Western thought. Nietzsche's Thus Spake Zarathustra is his attempt
at situating his philosophy in fiction. Other notable existentialist thinkers, such as
Dostoyevsky, Camus, and Sartre, wrote imaginative literature that complemented their
philosophical views. Percy was very wide-read in each of these writers' work (with the
exception, perhaps, ofNietzsche). According to Joseph Nicholson, Percy owned several
personally annotated copies of Sartre' s Nausea.'
In addition to identifying the artistic and creative beliefs in Percy's philosophy, it
is important to note that Percy's Christian existentialism differs from the more prominent
atheistic existentialism that was most widespread at the beginning of Percy' s writing
career. References to existentialist philosophy abound in Love in the Ruins. For example,
Art Immelmann cites Kierkegaard' s Either/ Or when he explains aspects of the human

personality controlled by certain portions of the brain: " It lies in the frontal-temporal
sulcus of course .. .It is the area of the musical-erotic" (213). Later, Immelmann calls
Denmark, Kierkegaard's home, "the vanguard of civilization" (375), and sings snatches
of" Beautiful, Beautiful Copenhagen" (376). Many scholars identify existentialism with

1

While his marginalia indicates that he did not agree with all Sartre had to say about existentialism, it is
clear that Sartre had a great influence on Percy's work.
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the negative philosophy of Sartre and Heidegger, but Percy's existentialist philosophy
derives from the more positive writings ofKierkegaard and Marcel. Sartre's "bad faith"
and Heidegger's "average everydayness" can be invoked to explain both the collective
action of the spectators prior to being "treated" with the lapsometers and the chaotic
disorder that arises from the individualism produced by the "treatment."2 However, Sartre
does not provide an alternative to chaos as a result of individuals acting in disregard to
established social norms. Alternatively, Kierkegaard and Marcel used the concept of
authenticity to describe the peaceful interaction among individuals as they act according
to their own agency: any authentic action necessarily requires the individual to devote
himself to the (existential) needs of other individuals. Like the philosophy of Kierkegaard
and Marcel, Percy's existentialism also requires the individual to make the choice to live
authentically on one's own. In Kierkegaard's philosophy, ifthe individual's selfhood is
determined by "rest[ing] transparently in the power that established it" (Sickness 14),
then the relationship is considered authentic; it cannot be created by sources other than
the individual and the creator of the individual. 3
In accordance with his beliefs and his philosophical model, Walker Percy utilized
the indirect method of communication in his fiction. Kierkegaard explains his conception
of indirect communication thus:

2

For further explanation on these concepts, see Sartre's Being and Nothingness, Heidegger's Being and
Time, Kierkegaard's Works of Love, and Marcel's "On the Ontological Mystery."
3
In Kierkegaard's Christian existentialism, the "power that created" the_individual is understood to be
God. In Sartre's atheistic version of existentialism, the power refers to Nothingness, which gives the
individual the freedom to choose his or her own destiny just as long as the individual does not become
defmed by that choice. This distinction between Kierkegaard and Sartre helps explain the positive slant of
Kierkegaard's philosophy and the negative one ofSartre.

16
In Christendom-to become a Christian is either to become what one is4
(the inwardness of reflection or the reflection of inward deepening), or it is
first of all to be wrested out of a delusion ... Everything is cast into
reflection. The communication is in reflection-therefore it is indirect
communication ... the communicator is in the background, helping
negatively, since whether he succeeds in helping someone is indeed
something else. (The Point of View 56)
As much as the content of a text gives the reader the basic, objective meanings of the
words, the way in which the words are arranged engage the reader's subjectivity.
Existentialist writers concern themselves with the interplay between form and content
insofar as the relationship is the space in which their message is communicated. Patrick
Samway confirms that "Percy leads his readers to the point of his making a decision .. . but
goes no farther, because, as he says, he does 'not have the authority to proclaim good
news or to proclaim a teaching"' ( 40). Percy understood the futility of conveying a
message explicitly telling the reader which choices to make in order to achieve any
eternal purpose, or one unrelated to "average everyday" existence. 5 Although
existentialist thinkers differ greatly in their views on literature's ability to convey
existentialist truths, Percy' s thoughts on literature are closely aligned with those of Sartre,
as expressed in his Literature and Existentialism.

4

Here I purposefully contlate Kierkegaard 's definition of Christianity with my own of existential
authenticity because the means of indirect communication Kierkegaard describes is adequate for both.
5
Telling the reader which life choices to make would essentially amount to a self-help book, which wou ld
necessarily be useless to an individual for reaching existential authenticity. Due to the popularity of the
self-help genre in the late twentieth century, Percy did write a self-help parody, Lost in the Cosmos, that
ironically follows the same pattern of indirect communication as his fictional works.
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Discussing the purpose of fiction, Sartre addresses three fundamental questions:
what is writing?, why write?, and for whom does one write? Sartre supposes that in
contrast to poetry and other forms of artistic expression, prose literature is utilitarian and
precise. Its purpose is to deliver a message to the reader. However, the message is only
"true" and "pure" "when the teaching is radically different from what its author intended"
(31 ). 6 Literature is
a subjectivity which yields itself under the aspect ofthe objective, a
discourse so curiously contrived that it is equivalent to silence, a thought
which debates with itself, a reason which is only the mask of madness, an
Eternal which lets it be understood that it is only a moment of History, a
historical moment which, by the hidden side which it reveals, suddenly
sends back a perpetual lesson to the eternal man, but which is produced
against the express wishes of those who do the teaching. 7 (3 3)
LeClair connects Percy's views on literature with Sartre's: "Percy sees the novelistnovel-reader relation as an extension of the basic human language act ofnarning... [He
must use] 'every ounce of cunning, craft, and guile he can muster from the darker regions
of his soul' to give freshness and authority to his naming" (11). This accords with Percy's
own views, in "Notes for a Novel about the End of the World," about language being
"worn out." In this view, the novelist is responsible for writing in such a way that the

6

Certain aspects of Sartre's philosophy, including his thoughts on the existential purpose of literature, are
not generally regarded among scholars as useful in contemporary literary discourse. I include his views on
literature in this essay mainly to point out an existentialist' s systematic philosophy on literature with which
Walker Percy would have most likely been familiar.
7
Sartre's diction in this passage is perhaps unfortunate, for he uses language that had already begun to be
rejected by the established social order. Percy wrote about this phenomenon in reference to religious
language. He states, "Christendom seems in some sense to have failed. Its vocabulary is worn out"
("Message 11 6). Percy's views on the inefficacy of language coincide with his methods of indirect
communication.
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reader can infer the message of the text from meditative contemplation on his or her own
response to the novel. Further into Literature and Existentialism, Sartre explains his
literary ethic similarly. Any prose work that conveys its message without engaging the
subjectivity ofthe reader should be considered bad literature. 8 Good literature requires
the reader to actively participate with the author in creating the world in a shared but very
inaccessible space-within the mind of the reader. Thus, it is difficult for an author to
create "good" literature.
One difficulty Percy had to overcome in the presentation of his philosophy is that
consciousness of the "ontological mystery" cannot be directly communicated because it
is ontological itself. Postmodem thought follows the existentialist trend in this respect:
language is unable to convey a reliable account of one's experience because language is
part of the experience which it must itself account for; it can only approximate that
experience. Once an utterance is formulated and made manifest, it is interpreted based on
the shared agreement on word meanings between the speaker and the auditor. Percy
describes his view of communication in "Semiotic and a Theory of Knowledge"
(Message 243): after the completed speech act, including being uttered and being heard
and interpreted, occurs, the original message is always necessarily corrupted. There is no
1:1 conveyance of sensory experience or abstract thought between humans; all
communication is based on approximation. Communication depends on the mutual
understanding of the type of sentence constructed and the type of knowledge that is being
conveyed. Gross misunderstandings can have grave consequences. Percy nods to these
ideas in Love in the Ruins when Tom More tells Uru, a Bantu who wishes to change the

8

Many contemporary views of literature invalidate Sartre's literary ethics because today, any interpretive
act is supposed to automatically engage the reader's "subjectivity."
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world according to his own methods, "There is no use my even telling you because,
Ph.D. or not, you wouldn't know what I was talking about. You got to get to where we
are or where you think we are and I'm not even sure you can do that" (373). That
existentialism requires ofthe individual such inwardness and subjectivity precludes it
from being a "universal" message, the same for each individual subject. Percy
commented on the problems of indirect communication in a personal interview: "There is
great difficulty for a novelist trying to write in Kierkegaardian categories, using all
manner of deception, indirection" (qtd. in Dewey 296). Percy navigated this difficulty in
his fiction by manipulating formal characteristics of the text in relation to its content.
Thus his solution to the societal problems that he critiques cannot be found explicitly
stated in the text, but rather in the interaction between the text's narrative and its
presentation.
The societal problems that Percy points out are the same sort of problems that
Tom must solve on a personal level. The Tom More of the epilogue has undergone a type
of conversion, although it cannot be accurately defined as a religious conversion. Randall
S. Rosenberg points out that "Percy reinforces his skepticism about proving God in a
scientific way ... Percy' s concern for the destruction of human life ... sets the context"
(223). Although the novel ends with a religious ceremony, the changes that Tom
undergoes cannot be linked to his religious experience with any certainty. Likewise, the
world Tom inhabits for the duration of the novel is radically changed. But Percy
maintains an element of ambiguity in the final pages of the novel. Elizabeth Cogell states,
"In the end, More answers Yeats' poem, will the center hold? Yes, for him personally,
and he is grateful to God for the variegations oflife" (141 ). As is common in twentieth
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century literature, Walker Percy refuses to moralize so that the reader can form his own
opinions. Love in the Ruins is not simply a soapbox and Tom More is not merely a
mouthpiece for Percy: only through formal techniques, such as time devices, used in
writing the novel can the reader infer Percy's existentialist position.
By satirizing culture, Walker Percy causes his reader to change culture by virtue
of paying attention to it. This is the critical aspect of Percy's satirical works, especially of
Love in the Ruins. As per Sartre's Literature and Existentialism, Percy wrote in order to
change the reader's conception of the issues he brings up. Sartre explains, "To speak is to
act; anything which one names is already no longer the same .. .I reveal the situation by
my very intention of changing it; I reveal it to myself and to others in order to change it"
(22). Any topic a writer chooses does not exist in a void. Phenomenologically speaking,
the individual's attention turned toward any given "being" is to already change its status
to that of observed. Sallie McFague contends that "Percy's method is parabolic ... He
wants to bring to light the intimacy of concrete life with essential reality, and he
accomplishes this by distorting the ordinary so that the extraordinary may be glimpsed"
(61). McFague argues that Percy' s novels work as parables, which by their nature offer
solutions to problems through inference and applying their concepts. One way of noticing
the solution that emerges from Percy's engagement in criticizing society is to pay close
attention to the way in which he manipulates time in his novels.
3. Time in the Ruins
Near the end of the novel, Tom is confronted with the suppressed emotions he felt
when his daughter, Samantha, died of cancer. He states:
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I wonder: did it break my heart when Samantha died? Yes. There
was even the knowledge and foreknowledge of it while she still lived,
knowledge that while she lived, life still had its same peculiar
tentativeness, people living as usual by fits and starts, aiming and missing,
while present time went humming, and foreknowledge that the second she
died, remorse would come and give past time its bitter specious
wholeness. If only-if only we hadn't been defeated by humdrum
humming present time and missed it, missed ourselves, missed everything.
I had the foreknowledge while she lived. Still, present time went
humming. Then she died and here came the sweet remorse like a blade
between the ribs. (374)
Here, Tom directly expresses his shame at being "defeated" by a life lived in immanence,
with "everydayness" presented as a foe with which he fights. The past can only signify
regret in such a present-oriented attitude. Thus, in order for a person to achieve existential
authenticity, he or she must embrace a new conception oftime that is different from the
way time is normally experienced.
Understanding that there is a difference between actions that are temporal and
actions that have eternal significance is a key component of existential authenticity.
Percy's use of time in Love in the Ruins points to the existentialists' conception oftime
and eternity, much like Hughes's discussion of how Percy employs satire to demonstrate
his conception of the absurd. Drawing on inferences from Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and
Sartre, existential authenticity requires a proper understanding of these non-temporal and
transcendent concepts, as well as how one's Being rel;1tes to them. In Love in the Ruins,
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Percy manipulates the flow of time in relation to the novel's genre, narrative, and
characterization in order to convey a sense of the existentialist conception of eternity. In
the epilogue, Tom reflects:
Waiting and listening and looking at my boots.
Here's one difference between this age and the last. Now while
you work, you also watch and listen and wait. In the last age we planned
projects and cast ahead of ourselves. We set out to 'reach goals.' We
listened to the minutes of the previous meeting. Between times we took
vacations. (3 81)
Here Tom directly states that in the new age, one that is marked not by a major change in
society but by a change in his perspective, people no longer resort to busy lifestyles and
other distractions. His comments take on the subject "we," but it is clear that Tom is
speaking of himself. He has grasped a concept of eternity that makes the everydayness of
modem life pale in comparison, and thus the "new age" is not a societal change but a
personal one. Even though Tom describes his new outlook on life, he does not use words
such as eternity; yet the contrast between Tom's narration in the epilogue and his
narration in the rest of the novel suggests Tom's new conception of time. The way time is
used throughout the novel versus how it is used in the epilogue implies the concept of
eternity.
Tom More states begins the novel by stating:
Now in these dread latter days of the old violent beloved U.S.A.
and of the Christ-forgetting Christ-haunted death dealing Western world I
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came to myself in a grove of young pines and the question came to me:
has it happened at last?
Two more hours should tell the story. One way or the other. Either
I am right and .a catastrophe will occur, or it won't and I'm crazy. In either
case the outlook is not so good.
Here I sit, in any case, against a young pine, broken out in hives
and waiting for the end of the world. Safe here for the moment though,
flanks protected by a rise of ground on the left and an approach ramp on
the right. The carbine lays across my lap. (3)
Science fiction, as the first genre encountered in the novel, can be considered Love in the

Ruins's primary genre. Yet Percy plays with the conventions of the science fiction genre
by introducing many elements that are usually absent in a science fiction novel, and by
doing so, he creates a kind of science fiction genre of his own, one in which he may hold
fast to or break away from literary conventions as he chooses. In the opening pages of the
novel, Percy begins to navigate the generic conventions of science fiction and creates a
narrative that the reader may not recognize as pure sci-fi. Tom expects the apocalypse to
occur very soon, and the carbine in Tom's lap suggests action sequences will occur. The
first three paragraphs of Love in the Ruins contain elements of satire and social criticism,
are highly philosophical, and discuss politics and religion. The novel overall focuses
heavily on the psychological aspects of the protagonist, and it presents a dystopian view
of the future robust with crumbling ruins, scientific and pseudoscientific ventures, and
advanced technology.
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Making science fiction his primary genre allowed Percy to begin playing with
time devices in increasingly complex ways. The distinctly non-sci-fi elements of the book
interact in order to bring about ambiguity in the text. This genre provided Percy with a
way to illustrate his eschatological views. In accordance with Love in the Ruins' futuristic
setting, Percy projected what he saw as contemporary society's fear and anxiety about the
ultimate fate of American culture onto the narrative. Discussing Percy' s use of the
apocalypse in his fiction, J. Robert Baker notes that "Percy remained prophetic, calling
attention to the barrenness of post-war America despite its residue of religiosity" (119).
According to Baker, Percy could have been writing about the results of an apocalypse
that has already taken place rather than one that is forthcoming. Set only twelve years in
the future, the events of Love in the Ruins take place in a society that does not differ all
that much from the one in which Percy was writing. Many of the events alluded to in the
novel mirror events that were taking place when Percy was writing the novel. For
instance, the war in Ecuador is very similar to the Vietnam War, and the Americans'
public response to getting involved in the war is equally as divided as in the late 1960s.
The similarity between the real and fictional time periods suggests several relationships
between the two periods.
Accepting Love in the Ruins as a plausible scenario (excluding the outrageous
satirical embellishments) is a key element to understanding Percy's critique of
postmodem society and to his solution to society's problems. The problems Percy
identifies are tied to unreflective immanence, and Ted L. Estess argues that "for a clue to
Percy' s own vision [of the apocalypse] . ..we can think of the New Testament word
parousia, [which] carries the meaning of'presence.' We see an 'ecstatic fusion of
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temporal categories' ... instead of the isolation of the present moment from past and future
in an ' objectified,' chronological time" (80). A society locked into immanence is likely to
be stagnant: it will always lack meaningful development. In Love in the Ruins, America is
still involved in a foreign war, political factions are becoming less likely to work
together, and consumerism is still an aggressive, dominant force in human interaction.
Percy's near-future suffers from the same stasis as does postmodern society, the effects of
which are revealed symbolically: the vines that overtake the artificial order of the
suburban Paradise Estates represent the primal ontological or "natural" problems, which
are never sufficiently addressed in postmodernism, returning to wreak havoc on defining
structures within society. Cracks appear in the foundation both physically and
symbolically. Each time Percy does make Love in the Ruins's futuristic society differ
from the one in which he writes, the differences between the two are usually superficial.
As stated before, the war in Ecuador is not the Vietnam War, but it is indicative of the
same type of predicament the in which the U.S. government has found itself previously.
According to J. Robert Baker, Percy's "apocalyptic imagery was informed by the threat
of nuclear annihilation, but it never gives way to despair. !here is reason to hope even
though consumerism of contemporary American culture nor a return to traditional
Southern customs are finally satisfactory because bad as it may be the present holds
within it the possibility of renewal" (120). By keeping the world ofthe novel
recognizable to the reader, instead of positing a vastly different world, Percy validates the
plausibility of the future he predicts. Situating the possible "end of the world" in the very
near future, Percy essentially tells the reader, this could be our future. Not only that, but it
will be our future unless something is done to change it.
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Percy indirectly communicates the notion of eternity in contrast to a concrete past,
present, and future. Every major existentialist philosopher maintains a conception of time
that differs from the way in which time is normally experienced. Kierkegaard writes
about a transcendent eternity, Nietzsche writes about the eternal return, Heidegger's
Dasein is "present" in being "not-yet" that is determined by what "already-has-been," and
Sartre explains that the present is defined as nothingness because it is the negation of
both the past and the future. Estess points out that "In [Percy' s] novels, we see emerging
the Christian anticipation, not only of providential care over all nature and history, but of
grace-filled surprises hidden within the ordinary incidents of an individual' s life. Percy's
protagonists typically recover the capacity of being surprised by such grace, and they do
so by ending an old way oflife and beginning a new one" (63). Percy's literary technique
shows more sophistication as he experiments with time devices as his fiction develops.
Percy's first two novels follow a chronologically linear pattern, but Love in the Ruins
marks his departure from a diachronic form to a more synchronic one. This synchrony is
developed through the use of analepsis and persistent use of present tense narration.
Percy places the apocalyptic content of the book in conversation with the frame
and flashback form and thus implies an existentialist conception of time. The three main
tenses are therefore collapsed into what Kierkegaard referred to as "the Moment,"(The
Moment 101) or what Heidegger called "the future which .. .is in the process of ' having

been' releas[ing] itself in the present" (374). Overall, Tom's first person narrative is told
mostly through flashback, and the frame is positioned minutes before what Tom
perceives to be the apocalypse, or the end oftime. As the novel opens Tom is situated
near the end, both in terms of narrative structure and content. Thus, Tom has the
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ontological knowledge of death, both his own and that of his world. Tom' s
conceptualization of death inclines him to reflect on past experience in the present, since
there is very little future left for Tom to be toward. After a rather lengthy exposition, the
novel backtracks three days and the past events that led up to Tom's present are
recounted. Beginning the novel in this way forces the reader to consider the deterministic
quality of the past. Tom's present at the beginning of the novel already includes a past to
which the reader is not yet privy. The past can only be remembered, never experienced. It
lacks concreteness; as remembered past, it is always already subjective past.
Phenomenologically speaking, the past exists only in the present and only in
consciOusness.
One potential narrative problem with Love in the Ruins is the narrator's persistent
use of present tense even in flashback. The reader is given a logical inconsistency: Tom
states, "Since catastrophe may overtake us within the hour, I am dictating these words
into a pocket recorder so that survivors poking around the ruins of Howard Johnson's a
hundred years from now will have a chance of avoiding a repetition9" (28), but Percy
maintains a consistent present tense throughout the novel. This further shows Percy's
desire to keep the reader in "the Moment." Even though the content is delivered in first
person, it is still to be viewed in context of what came before it in the exposition, and it
cannot alter what came "before" (as what the reader already knows about the "present" at
the beginning of the novel). Rather than undermining his narrative aims, Percy's use of
present tense narration in Tom's recollection of the past only adds to his critique of
society by demonstrating immanence, even in reflection.

9

Here "repetition" is used not in the Kierkegaardian sense, but rather as a negative repeating of the same
type of actions that could lead up to the type of catastrophe Tom envisions.

28
Percy uses the tense of the novel in this way to point out yet another problem with
his society: the postmodem world that Tom inhabits leaves out an important aspect of
human existence, infinitude. It is important to differentiate between "the Moment" and
inauthentic mere presence. "The Moment" can be defined as a present that includes
subjective consciousness of all past determination and future inevitability carried to their
extremes- namely, the birth and death of the individual subject. Tom More finally
accepts his existential authenticity by participating in the sacraments of the Eucharist and
confession during the novel's epilogue. Richard M. Reinsch argues that "Tom 's reception
of the Eucharist and his ensuing joy in the common goods of life transcends the
reductionism of the scientistic view. These [common goods] locate the self within time"
(165). Grasping the finitude of man' s existence allows one to make free choices, although
they may be either authentic or inauthentic. One existential choice one may make in "the
Moment" is whether to accept finitude as a human trait or to attempt to forget it through
various forms of distraction. In contrast, for postmodem man, represented by the
supporting characters in Love in the Ruins, there is only the distractive, unreflective
presence of fulfilling desires, caring for one' s biological needs, and giving up free choice
by viewing oneself as defined by an objective-empirical framework. The constant
immanence of the postmodem world excludes the past and the future in its definition of
the present. The postmodem present has nothing to do with the Present Moment as
regarded by existentialist philosophy.
The Present Moment of existentialism can be inferred through Tom 's narration.
The passage of time is very subjective in this novel, and many other subjective elements
within the novel have specifically to do with the conflicted relationship between
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subjective and objective time. Conversely, the objective is usually not concerned with
time; rather, it is inauthentic in its immediacy. Linda Whitney Hobson argues that when
"Tom has given up his impatience and striving, there is much to see in the 'lovely,
ordinary world.' Waiting and watching ... calls for great self-discipline" (49). The tempo
of the novel slows down when Tom reflects on subjective issues that are important to his
own existence, whereas Tom' s interaction with the world and others in it moves very
quickly in relation. The first section of the novel demonstrates this contrast very
effectively. Tom begins by describing his current situation, and he reflects on the events
that brought him to the cloverleaf at the interstate outside the Howard Johnson's. While
not entirely stream-of-consciousness, his description of himself, his device, and his
society take up twenty-seven pages of text, and the four case studies he presents takes up
another twenty-five pages. Despite his verbosity, only a few minutes pass in the first
section of the book. This can be contrasted with the events of July 2 that comprise the
fourth section of the book, which only takes up eighteen pages of text but covers an entire
twenty-four hour period. In this section, Tom is more concerned with presenting the
action of the plot than with reflective thought.
In addition to making the stylistic decision to use longer passages of description
when his characters face existential questions, Percy also uses a heightened vocabulary
and more figurative language in these passages. Love in the Ruins is filled with allusions
to Christian, literary, and historical works. However, it is likely not for the purpose of
indoctrinating the reader with his existentialist philosophy that he does so. Instead, Percy
compels the reader to read reflectively, instead of allowing the reader to passively soak in
the plot. As stated earlier, the ontological mystery of existence cannot be directly
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communicated. Percy instead compels the reader indirectly to include more of him or
herself in the interpretation ofthe text. The existential issues Tom More faces are the
same issues the reader, as the reader shares in the universal quality of being human, must
face for him or herself. Considered in this way, the formal devices that Percy employs to
facilitate a change in tempo are really narrative disruptions that nevertheless do not
weaken the text.
According to Percy's existentialist philosophy, there are two types of knowing.
Knowing as lived experience is to be valued over knowing of rational thought and
discourse. In these passages, the reader, immanently existing in the mode of"reading,"
connects to a fictional narrator who is "presently" speaking about the "past" and the
"future." Yet outside the text of the novel, the narrator remains fixed in "etemity"-Tom
More will say and will always begin the novel with "Now in these dread latter days of the
old violent beloved U.S.A." (LR 3). While this description ofthe reader's encounter with

Love in the Ruins is typical of all readers' encounters with any reading material, Walker
Percy's aesthetic views on literature allowed him to write Love in the Ruins in such a way
that time devices, as they stack up and become increasingly complex, would more likely
contribute to the reader's discovery of the "ontological mystery" from reading the text
than if Percy had not manipulated time as he did.
Walker Percy does not and will not lay out any "correct" interpretation of his
work. He appeals to the reader's suppressed ontological freedom, or what Sartre argues is
the purpose of all literature. Writing about Percy's use of language to convey his indirect
message, Martin Luschei states, "Percy suggests [authentic existence] without moralizing
and without grandiose claims, by his elliptical approach and the language of
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understatement. The reader can accept it or not, as he prefers. There is no attempt to force
it down his throat" (11 0). Particularly in Love in the Ruins, if the reader or the critic
hopes to find an explicit purpose for this comic ending specifically within the text, he
would be at a loss to explain what that purpose could be. Considering only what is there 10
necessarily causes the reader to conclude that the protagonist has failed in his endeavor,
and the comedic ending undermines any analysis of the novel that would end with the
inevitability of the apocalypse, since it did not actually occur, and the meaninglessness of
life, since that issue is never definitively resolved. However, Percy utilizes the unresolved
ending to provide an amount of ambiguity to the preceding text. Percy wrote Love in the
Ruins in such a way that required the reader to judge its effectiveness by its impact on the
reader's life. Thus, Love in the Ruins, insofar as it helps to reveal the existential
ontological mystery, must either be accepted or rejected by the reader. The reader is
given ample opportunities to decide whether Percy's cultural critique truly reflects reality
(or a projected future reality), or whether his critique is mistaken. More importantly,
despite the challenges of Percy's satire and manipulation of time in the novel, the reader
must choose which view of his critique is authentically the best interpretation to use in
his own personal life.
The view that subjectivity is always sublimated into an objective mode in
postmodernism is reminiscent of Fredric Jameson's discussion of truth in the twentieth
century. According to Jameson's Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic ofLate
Capitalism, postmodern thought derives from linguistics, semiotics, and opposition to
modernity, and so can only offer a critique of its subject without providing a possible

°Considering only what is there, or what can be directly verified by the use of empirical data or the senses,
is the hallmark of logical positivism that Percy railed against.
1
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solution to problems that arise. Jameson asks, "Can we in fact identify some 'moment of
truth' within the more evident ' moments of falsehood' ofpostmodern culture? And, even
if we can do so, is there not something paralyzing in the dialectical view of historical
development?" (27). He implies that neither truth nor positive solution to the postmodern
problems, or "moments of falsehood," may be found. Jameson's thought is much like
existentialism's critique of Enlightenment rationality (and especially Hegel's dialectical,
systematic approach to unity) in the nineteenth century, but with one important
difference. For the existentialist, authentic personhood is found in subjectivity, while for
the postmodern, it is found in participation within an intersubjective community. Thus
Walker Percy, writing at a time when critics' interest in postmodernism distracted from
existentialist novels such as Love in the Ruins, actually shares many of the same views as
Jameson.
Postmodern cultural criticism views every aspect of society in scientific terms.
Percy was not concerned with conveying a scientific explanation of how his society was
dysfunctional; he was concerned with warning his readers about the possibly apocalyptic
dangers of individuals ' refusing to take personal responsibility for correcting social
dysfunctions. That Percy implied his existentialist philosophy in his novels is accepted by
most critics and discussed by many Percy scholars. Yet placed alongside such biting
social satire as is evident in Love in the Ruins, the novel's formal characteristics help the
reader to discover what Walker Percy considered postmodern cultural criticism unable to
offer-existential authenticity, the only real solution to the problems he exposes.
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